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social conduct. If for the mystic it is ^unnameable and
vague'—for the moralist it must be concisely and precisely
defined. 'Words must be made to fit things/ says K'ung
Fu-tse—a counsel of perfection in an age of change.
Asked by a disciple what he would do first if he were to
be ruler, he replied: 'It must needs be the rectifying of
words. If speech does not obey its own ruler, nothing can
be established. A superior man is never careless in the use
of words. To govern is to rectify.'1
Lao-tse insists that an inner discipline is better than a
strait-waistcoat. And he is justified by history: Confucian-
ism has indeed become a bed of Procrustes to the Far East,
'That is what it has done to us', said a Japanese statesman,
pointing to a stunted tree in a formal garden. The dimmer
figure of Lao-tse is like a giant cryptomeria rising amidst
the mists of some mountain shrine—a free untrammelled
growth of the native genius.
This spontaneity seems to have been attained in old age
by K'ung Fu-tse:
At thirty I stood firm:
At forty I had no doubts:
At fifty I knew the will of heaven:
At sixty I had an ear attuned to truth:
At seventy I could follow my inclinations without sin.2
Both had served their state as officials, and had learnt
mudx of human weakness, and both gave to the world
matins and aphorisms which have a permanent place in
the treasury or the race. But K'ung Fu-tse held the posts
of Prime Minister and Minister of Justice, Lao-tse only
that of librarian, and this will help to explain the dif-
ferences. Another explanation is that one is typical of the
mountains and the other of the' plains—one of the un-
attached life of the country poet, the other of the ordered
life of the walled city.
For the rest, their teachings must speak for them. They
reveal K'ung as a princely teacher—precise, reasonable,
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